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				Prologue

				“Well, are they there?”

				“Fiona, is the pope Catholic? Of course they’re here.”

				The phone subsided into silence as Lucy Gibson did a left into the anonymous north London street. She could have sworn she heard actual cogs whirring in Fiona’s mind before her cell phone crackled into life again.

				“OK. This calls for guerilla tactics,” said Fiona as Lucy narrowly avoided a nun on a bicycle. “Have you got a paper bag in the car?”

				“I think there’s an old shopping bag in the trunk. But I’m driving right now and besides, what should I do with it? Cut holes for eyes and wear it over my head? I think I’ve got my manicure set in the glove box and—”

				“Actually, I was thinking you could breathe into it to stop you from hyperventilating.”

				“I—am—not—hyperventilating!” said Lucy as the nun wobbled precariously along the gutter.

				“No. Of course not. Stupid of me to detect a slight hint of apprehension. I’ll go away.”

				“Fi, I know you’re trying to help. Stay on the line until I get to the flat. I’m nearly there now and—Oh. My. God.”

				“What?”

				“Fiona, there are hundreds of them.”

				“You mean actual hundreds or about seven?”

				“Ten. At least.”

				There was another silence, but this time no cogs whirred, from which Lucy concluded that Fiona must think the situation was hopeless.

				“Lucy, are you sure you’re OK? Chin up. Maybe this won’t be as bad as you expect.”

				Lucy suspected it more likely that Elvis was alive and well and working as a manicurist in Shepherd’s Bush but she thought the better of telling Fiona, because right now, her best friend appeared to be one of the few people on the planet who didn’t want to cut out her heart with a rusty knife.

				“Maybe. Thanks for being here,” she said.

				“No problem, hon.”

				As Lucy pulled into the space in front of her flat, she knew that Elvis was well and truly dead and that it was going to be at least as bad as she expected. A pack of long-range lenses and furry microphones all swung in her direction like the velociraptors in Jurassic Park. As she reached for the door handle, a thought struck her. She had another choice: she didn’t have to get out of the car at all. She could head straight down the street and right out of London as far as a tank of unleaded would take her. If she wanted to, she could run away from all of this right now.

				But she wouldn’t run away because she was still convinced, despite what seven million people had said, that she hadn’t done anything wrong and that, actually, she had done the right thing and one day, maybe when she was pushing up daisies or had been recycled into mulch, everyone (including Nick) would realize it and forgive her.

				Before she could change her mind, she flicked the lock, took a deep breath, and pushed open the door.

				“Lucy!”

				“Miss Gibson!”

				“Over here, love!”

				“Let’s have a big smile for The Sport!”

				“Can you just give me a moment?” she asked, barely able to hear herself above the shouting and whirr of camera drives.

				“Is it true you’re in talks with Max Clifford?” shouted a man.

				“Er… no, I don’t think so.”

				A girl in a huge scarf thrust a microphone under her nose and Lucy had a horrible feeling she was going to sneeze. She hoped not; it always made her eyes water and she didn’t want them to think she was crying.

				“Are you seeing someone else? Is that why you did it?” shrieked a woman in a pink beret.

				“There’s no one else,” said Lucy, head down, making for the steps that led up to her flat.

				“Did you know Nick Laurentis has checked into rehab?”

				Lucy ground to a halt in the middle of the pavement.

				Nick was in rehab? Surely she hadn’t driven him to drink and drugs in just one week? She knew he was terribly hurt, shattered even, but in therapy? It couldn’t be true.

				“Your mum’s said to be devastated by your decision, Lucy. How does that make you feel?”

				Lucy was sure her mum definitely wouldn’t have said anything of the sort, not in public, anyway. “No comment,” she said firmly, lifting her chin and focusing on her navy blue front door. The crowd gathered ahead of her, barring her way. “Can you let me get to my front door, please? I’ve got a hungry Siamese kitten in need of its dinner,” she said.

				It wasn’t quite true, but close enough. Fiona was coming round later with Hengist who was slightly larger than a kitten but always starving. Yet even that went against the grain. Lucy had A Thing about lying.

				It wasn’t that she was against it, per se, not if it was to spare someone’s feelings or avoid a parking ticket. She just wasn’t very good at it. While some people had fibbing down to a fine art, Lucy turned scarlet, got flustered, and protested even more suspiciously than Lady Macbeth.

				One of the reporters frantically scribbled in her notebook. “Is there one s or two in Siamese?”

				“Three,” said a photographer with a purple Mohican hairstyle. “Do you own this flat, then, Miss Gibson? How much is it worth? Did your boyfriend pay for it?”

				“He’s not my boyfriend.”

				“Have you split up for good, then?” the pack bayed in unison and Lucy finally gave up.

				“Do you think it’s because of your cellulite?”

				“Is that a Prada handbag or Primark?”

				“Miss Gibson, is it true that you’ve had sex with a warlock?”

				“Excuse me!” she declared, lowering her head and pushing people out of the way with her handbag (FCUK, actually, not that it was any of their business). As she reached the steps, there was a clatter followed by a shriek and then some scuffling.

				“Who left that bleedin’ trash bin there?”

				“Mind my camera, you dickhead! That lens cost over a grand.”

				She took her chance as the reporters scrambled over a pile of used diapers and takeout cartons spilling out of the bin. One guy was wiping something nasty from his hand and cursing. Racing up the steps, she shoved her key in the lock with shaking fingers. It jiggled a bit, clicked, then opened. The dark and dingy hall that led to her flat looked like the opening to a magic cavern. Behind her, the press was still arguing and cursing around the bin. Excellent. Served them right.

				“Ha-ooof.”

				The breath whooshed from her chest and the welcome mat rushed up to meet her face. Someone had moved the hedgehog boot scraper in front of the door.

				“Oh yes, there is a God!”

				“Quick! We’ll make a bloody mint out of this one.”

				“Get off, you oaf! Don’t you know who I am?”

				A hairy hand, poking out of a black sleeve, reached down for hers and pulled her roughly to her feet. “Quick. Get in here.”

				Then she was safe inside, her back to the door.

				“OK?”

				“Yes. Thanks,” she panted, brushing some dirt from her knees. When she looked up, her rescuer was smiling benignly down at her from behind his neat little goatee. “Charlie. Forgive me for asking, but why are you wearing a nun’s habit?”

				“Oh—this. I’ll explain later. Now, I need to lock my bike up before that pack of wolves nicks it.”

				Suddenly, Lucy had an insane urge to giggle. She knew it must be nerves and adrenaline and the shock of having been chased into her flat and rescued by her neighbor, a six-foot-tall nun. She also knew that if she didn’t laugh, she might cry because only a week ago, she’d been able to walk into her own front door without running the gauntlet. Just a few months ago, life had been normal but that was before a tall, dark, handsome stranger had chased her down the street with a bagel.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				It had been a murky November day, six months before, when Lucy had first joined the queue at Love Bites, the sandwich bar around the corner from Able & Lawson, the City law firm where she worked as a marketing assistant. She’d offered to get Letitia, the senior partner, a hummus pita because Letitia was not only very nice but also very pregnant.

				As soon as she walked into Love Bites that day, Lucy noticed that it had a new attraction beyond its collection of home-baked muffins, tarte aux fraises, and sticky brownies. There was a new guy behind the counter who was busy creating a bagel sandwich for the girl who worked in the travel agents on the floor below. It was a beautiful bagel, oozing relish and overflowing with red salami and creamy mozzarella. Lucy eyed the bagel with envy, and then checked out its maker: a mouthwatering proposition himself.

				He was tall and broad-shouldered with a definite touch of the Mediterranean about him. Everything from his olive-green apron to his caramel skin was edible. His hands were tanned and strong, yet the way they handled that bagel, he might have been a sculptor. Not that she’d ever known any sculptors but that was how she imagined the hands of an artist might be: long, slender, and very gifted. His badge said, “Hi, I’m Nick and I’m ready to serve you,” which, she had to admit, was less romantic.

				“And what can I do you for, lovely laydee?” she half expected him to say, but of course he hadn’t. What he actually said was, “Next, please.”

				“A hummus and salad on whole wheat pita, no cucumber,” she replied, snapping out of her fantasy and trying to act cool. Nick stood by patiently, his hands poised over the chopping board as she scanned the menu behind the counter. “And a chicken salad on whole grain, please, no butter or mayonnaise,” she added.

				“You don’t need to diet.” OK, he hadn’t said that either, but nodded, smiled, and murmured “Coming up, madam” without a trace of irony.

				The next time she’d wanted a sandwich, she’d been strangely drawn to Love Bites, even though, to be honest, the prices were cheaper and the choice wider at the usual office haunt. And so, she found herself queuing again, as Nick “Ready to Serve Her” chopped and spread and filled and stuffed.

				“How can I ’elp you, babe?” said Marvin, the shop owner, as Lucy stood dreamily by the counter. Nick seemed to have disappeared into the kitchen. Perhaps he’s fetching some more baguettes, she thought, trying to hide her disappointment.

				“Philadelphia and grapes on whole grain, please,” she muttered, her cheeks reddening. Minutes later, clutching her lunch, she rushed out of the shop, not even bothering to take her fifty-pence change.

				She really wouldn’t have gone into Love Bites again, but Letitia had begged her to fetch a slice of carrot cake with frosting that “simply couldn’t be had anywhere else in London.”

				“I do hope you don’t mind, Lucy,” Letitia had said, rubbing her back as she hovered by the water cooler in the office. “I know it’s my hormones and I really should not be eating for two, but the thought of anything else makes me want to throw up.”

				“It’s fine,” said Lucy, crossing her fingers behind her back. “I was going in there anyway. Their bagel sandwiches are irresistible.”

				She managed to stroll out of the office, before reaching the pavement and almost skipping down the street and around the corner. It was Friday and there was already a queue snaking out of the door and in front of the window. Lucy joined it, hoping to catch a glimpse of Nick. There, through the clear spots left by the o and v of the etched logo, she thought she could see him assembling a sub roll. What seemed like hours later, she was inside the shop, mentally tossing a coin to see whether it would be Nick or Marvin who made up her lunch.

				“Next!” called Marvin as she got to the front of the queue.

				“Um… er…”

				“Difficult decision?” offered Nick, already splitting a roll for the customer behind her.

				“Yes, I’m dithering a bit, aren’t I?”

				“Yeah. You are,” grunted a bloke in the queue.

				“You have my turn,” she said, in what she considered to be a flash of spontaneous genius. The man tutted in exasperation and stepped in front as she hung out by the cooler, pretending to study the menu. When Nick had finished the roll, he smiled and invited her to take her turn.

				“Carrot cake, please,” she said, feeling strangely shy. “And a bagel sandwich.”

				“Large or extra large?”

				“Do you do medium?” she asked daringly.

				He winked. “For you, yes.”

				A few minutes later, she’d paid her money and hurried out of the shop, already wondering what on earth had possessed a sane, intelligent woman to hang around a bagel bar specifically in the hope of having her lunch made up by a complete stranger. She’d almost reached the office when she heard a shout behind her.

				“Hey!”

				She knew better than to turn round when people shouted in the street. You always felt such a plonker when you realized it wasn’t you.

				“Hey you! Bagel Girl!”

				Bagel Girl? Still she kept her eyes forward. It was lunchtime, lots of girls must have bagels right now and she didn’t want to draw attention to herself.

				“Oi! Bagel sandwich and carrot cake fan. Stop this minute!”

				She had no choice. Not after he’d been so specific. If she didn’t turn round and answer, he’d be telling everyone she didn’t want mayo or butter and then the whole street would know she was watching her weight. Well, they could have spotted that anyway but—

				“You… forgot… your… bagel…” panted Nick, stopping a few feet away and holding out a paper bag.

				Her face was glowing like a beefsteak tomato. “Have I dragged you away from your work?”

				He smiled. “That’s OK. Anything to get out into the fresh air. Marvin told me to come after you. He can spot a potential regular when he sees one.”

				“Right. Of course.” Her heart began to sink. So, Nick had been ordered by his boss to chase her down the street. Perhaps Marvin was thinking of launching a loyalty card scheme.

				“You work for Able & Lawson, the lawyers, don’t you?” he asked.

				“Yes, but how do you know that?”

				“Marvin saw you when he dropped off some menus last week. He said you were watering a big plant in reception.”

				“Someone has to do it. No one else in our office seems to have an affinity with foliage.”

				“So you’re the plant-care consultant, are you? Very high-powered.”

				Lucy saw the twinkle in his eyes and grinned. “Yes, that’s me. Also tea maker, sandwich jockey, and in my spare time, marketing assistant.”

				He gave a low whistle. “Sounds important. Especially the sandwich jockey.”

				“Oh, it’s vital. Able & Lawson simply couldn’t manage without me.” Even as she joked, she felt the irony of her words. She was sure that, come the next round of belt-tightening, Able & Lawson could manage without her. No amount of late nights, watering plants, or being helpful could stop that. Times were tough and marketing assistants, while very useful, did not bring in the massive contracts required to keep afloat a City law firm.

				“I won’t be working in a sandwich shop forever, you know,” said Nick suddenly.

				“But I may be working at Able & Lawson forever,” she said. Then added, “It doesn’t matter if you do work in a sandwich shop. We all need to eat.”

				“No, you don’t understand. I want to run my own catering business. I used to be a biochemist but I hated it so I resigned my job and took this one to get hands-on experience of the trade. I’ve got some savings and when I get the opportunity, I’m going to be my own boss.”

				She smiled at his earnestness and Nick must have caught her expression because he laughed awkwardly. “Hey! Why am I telling you this? You must be bored sick. Look, I have to get back because Marvin doesn’t deserve a backslider like me. But before I go, tell me you’ll come round to mine for dinner? I can promise you something more interesting than a sandwich.”

				“I’m not sure,” Lucy heard herself saying. But why was she even hesitating? The hunky Bagel Boy was asking her out, for goodness’ sake. Then again, she didn’t know the guy and her instinct kicked in. However gorgeous he was, maybe going round to his place on a first date wasn’t such a great idea.

				Nick looked downcast.

				“OK. Why don’t we go and see a film? Then perhaps we can grab a pizza afterwards. My treat,” said Lucy.

				“Well, I’m not sure. I invited you. I don’t want you paying.”

				“It’s fine. After all, I am a marketing assistant. I can run to a pizza and we can go Dutch on the film tickets.”

				He chewed his lip for a moment before nodding and grinning. “Done. Meet you at seven tomorrow night?”

				“OK.”

				They exchanged phone numbers then hovered for a while in the middle of the pavement, causing shoppers to push past them and a skateboarder to weave dangerously close.

				“I’d better be getting back to work,” said Lucy eventually.

				“Me too.”

				“Bye then, Nick.”

				“Bye, Bagel Girl and… what is your name, by the way?”

				“It’s Lucy. Lucy Gibson.”

				He held out a hand. Lucy took it, even though she knew she’d get covered in flour.

				“Sorry,” he said with that disarming grin. “It’s those farmhouse rolls. I’m Nick Laurentis, by the way.”

				“Hello, Nick Laurentis, Bagel Boy.”

				Nick laughed, then she thought she saw him hesitate as he lingered, still holding her hand. “Lucy, I have to confess. Marvin didn’t ask me to chase after you at all. That was all my own idea, but I didn’t want you to know how mad I really am.”

				Before she could reply, he was gone, melting into the crowd like carrot cake frosting on a hot day. When Lucy got back to the office, she watched a grateful Letitia wolf down the cake, yet she was barely able to touch the bagel Nick had made for her. Worse, as she drove home from the station that night, the tiny flutters in her stomach told her that she was excited and a little scared. Nick had an air of danger about him, of risk, if that were possible for someone who was armed only with a butter knife.

				Yet, he did have an edge. She’d seen the fire in his eyes when he’d told her he was going to make something of himself. She really believed he would have a great future. And what had she got to lose? What had either of them got to lose? He was gorgeous, he fancied her; they both wanted fun. He was just a slightly crazy guy who she was going to the movies with.

				***

				Or then again, maybe not, thought Lucy, as she stamped around on the steps of the Odeon the next evening. As the autumn rain rebounded off the pavement, she watched as laughing couples and groups of friends dashed into the cinema. Nick was now well over an hour late and her sense of humor was rapidly disappearing down the drain too. She could no longer deny it. It had been too good to be true and she ought to have known it. A gorgeous guy like Nick? Asking her out on the spur of the moment? He’d got cold feet, not that she was going to find out. Shaking her head, she ventured down the steps to have one last scan for Bagel Boy.

				Spotting a coffee shop down the street, she headed for the door. She wondered if Nick really was a scumbag. There could be a perfectly reasonable explanation for his non-appearance. He might have had an accident, or maybe his cell phone battery was dead, or he had been urgently commandeered by MI5 to make their sandwiches. Wake up and smell the coffee, she told herself as she pushed open the door. He was never going to show anyway.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				Dohhh! Can you ever forgive me, Bagel Girl?

				Please accept this small gift from your very humble (and hopelessly inept) sandwich maker. I’ll call you.

				Nick

				xxxxx

				P.S. I can explain everything

				The card delivered to the Able & Lawson reception the following Monday morning came attached to a large potted plant. It had nondescript green-gray leaves but its main attraction was unmistakable: a proud red spike, about nine inches tall.

				“If you don’t mind me asking, what on earth is that?” asked Letitia as a red-faced Lucy carried the plant, complete with ribbon-bedecked pot, into the office.

				“It’s a Vriesia splendens. A Flaming Torch,” said Lucy, placing the pot carefully on top of her filing cabinet. There wasn’t room for it; the small impatiens her mother had given her would have to be moved.

				“This chap is seriously in love,” said Letitia, reading the card. “Either that or he’s had a blow to the head.”

				“Actually, I think he’s overcome with guilt.”

				Letitia settled herself in her black padded office chair and patted her bump. “I appreciate the gesture, but couldn’t he have sent something a little less practical? A dozen red roses maybe? Even carnations, if he’s truly strapped for cash.”

				Lucy was almost certain that Letitia had never been strapped for cash in her life. Her idea of slumming it was buying a pair of knickers in the Victoria’s Secret sale.

				“I suppose so, but maybe he thought I looked like a Flaming Torch kind of girl,” said Lucy. And actually, she would much rather have the plant than some grand gesture. The note was a little over the top, but it was so disarming, she couldn’t help but almost forgive him.

				“On the other hand, five kisses is promising,” said Letitia. “Has he phoned you with a suitable fairy story yet?”

				Right on cue, Lucy’s cell phone warbled out with the theme tune to Lost and she disappeared into the corridor. Five minutes later she was back.

				“Well?” asked Letitia, midway through an organic muesli bar.

				Lucy didn’t want to repeat her conversation because she knew what Letitia would think and probably say. She didn’t want to examine Nick’s alibi herself too closely. His explanation hadn’t been totally convincing and she was seriously wondering whether he deserved the benefit of the doubt or not.

				“He says he got the cinemas mixed up,” she said, rolling her eyes.

				“Oh, Lucy. Don’t tell me you’re going to fall for that.”

				“Of course not! I’m not that gullible, Letty.” Lucy gave her best attempt at a scornful laugh. “I’m not going to be taken for a ride that easily by some guy. It was a pathetic excuse, but on the other hand, he’s only been in London a few months and it’s easily done. And he did say he waited ages outside the Odeon Swiss Cottage in the pouring rain. Maybe I should cut him some slack.”

				“Doesn’t the man own a cell phone as well as weird plants?”

				“He says the battery was dead.” Lucy slapped her forehead. “Doh! Blokes. What are they like, eh? They’d forget their brains if they had any.”

				And besides, it wasn’t Nick’s brains she was interested in, she thought to herself, thinking of his chocolate-brown eyes and talented hands.

				Letitia smiled benignly. “I admire you, Lucy,” she said. “I used to be trusting like you, but I’ve toughened up now. I’ve had to; otherwise people take advantage of your sweet nature.” She pulled an apple from her bag and opened a well-thumbed copy of The Little Book of Labor. “If you aren’t too busy, is there absolutely any chance of a teeny weeny glass of wheatgrass juice from that new Nectar place that’s opened?”

				***

				Fiona had been even less impressed with Nick’s floral tribute when she popped round to the flat the following Saturday to join Lucy on her latest fitness campaign: power walking round Kentish Town. Fiona was a bestselling crime writer and probably the most unromantic person Lucy had ever known. She was also serially suspicious and not just because she spent her whole life thinking up ingenious and horrible crimes.

				After four years of marriage, her husband had run off with a glamour model and a large chunk of Fiona’s royalties. Since then, Fiona had vowed only to date men with an IQ that was smaller than their chest measurement. “That way, they’ll be too thick to fleece me,” her logic ran.

				Lucy pulled on her trainers, hearing heavy breathing way before Fiona buzzed the door. There was panting too, and the sound of a tail thumping on the banisters, which could only mean one thing: Fiona had decided to bring Hengist with her.

				“A potted plant. What is wrong with men these days?” declared Fiona at the sight of Nick’s Flaming Torch. Lucy had decided to bring it home with her and leave her mum’s Busy Lizzy on the cabinet.

				Lucy zipped up her tracksuit top as they stepped out into the chilly autumn air. “It’s fine. You know I love plants.”

				Fiona was following a “Get Fit with Your Dog” program but, so far, Lucy hadn’t known either of them to get much further than the lamppost at the top of the road. The problem was not so much Fiona’s allergy to physical exertion but Hengist’s fetish for street furniture. Today he headed straight for the street sign opposite the flat and refused to budge. Being a Great Dane, he usually got his way.

				Fiona tugged in vain at his lead. It was like a flea trying to tug a juggernaut.

				“Do you think they use superglue on those lampposts?” asked Lucy, trying not to laugh.

				“Buggered if I know. Hengist, you villain. Hee-eel!”

				“Let me try,” said Lucy, taking his lead. At that moment, Hengist spotted the Chihuahua from the tanning salon and took off at warp speed. “Whoa!” cried Lucy, as her arm was nearly wrenched out of its socket.

				Fiona jogged alongside. “Still, this Nick guy”—puff—“leaving you in the lurch and”—huff—“sending a plant. It’s not promising. Don’t tell me you’re”—puff—“seeing him again?”

				Hengist ground to a halt with a clatter of claws.

				“Y-yes. T-tonight, as a matter of fact. We’re having a m-meal at m-my place,” panted Lucy. “N-not that it’s r-really any of your business, Fiona,” she added, just to show Fiona she was in control of the situation.

				Fiona stopped to lean on a postbox. “On your head be it,” she said. “And Hengist, will you please leave that poor man’s leg alone!”

				***

				To stand a girl up once, Lucy decided later that evening, was suspicious but excusable. To do it twice in a row was definitely shittiness of the highest order. Despite her resolve not to invite Nick round to her flat on a first date, he’d somehow managed to get her to anyway. She was well aware of what a charmer he was and had determined not to be taken in. On the other hand… Nick was by far the sexiest guy she’d ever met, and even if she didn’t know him that well, did it really matter? Why should she play things safe? Why shouldn’t she take a risk for a change?

				Eight o’clock came and went and there was still no sign of him. Lucy certainly wasn’t going to call him so she spent the time pacing the flat, plumping up cushions, then hastily trashing them again so that the place didn’t look too tidy. She didn’t want him to think she was a control freak. But what if it had some sort of subliminal odor which she’d become used to? Then again, Fiona would have told her about that. Fiona had a very sensitive nose, even better than Hengist’s.

				By nine, her Jamie’s idiot-proof chicken casserole was a rock-hard mess and the bottle of French wine that had been chilling in the fridge was half empty.

				“That’s it,” she declared as the hands on the kitchen clock crawled past ten. “You had your chance, Bagel Boy, and you blew it.”

				Tipping the chicken on top of a pile of wilted salad, she headed for the bathroom. As she splashed cold water on her face, she ran through all the reasons why Nick seemed to have his cell phone switched off, why he hadn’t even called, why he’d let her down again. She liked to think of herself as a tolerant person, but if there was one thing she wouldn’t stand for, it was lying, and what else could Nick be doing other than deceiving her? Why else would he make promises, send flowers, and stand her up twice unless he had something to hide? As she lifted her head, she saw her face in the bathroom mirror and her expression hardened. No man, not even one as lush as Nick Laurentis, was going to stand her up twice and think he could get away with it.

				Back in the sitting room, she was about to turn on the TV when a rogue thought struck her. Was she overreacting a tiny bit here? Letting what had happened with her mum and dad turn her into a bitter and twisted old crone before she’d even hit thirty—which wouldn’t have been surprising, considering her one experience of True Love. The truth was, she’d seen enough disappointment during her teenage years to last her a lifetime. Lucy’s dad had been a charmer like Nick and, having swept her mum off her feet (according to her mum, anyway), he’d proceeded to sweep several other women up in the same way.

				By the time Lucy was twelve, she and her mum had left home to live with her gran four times after her dad’s “moments.” Those moments had all involved another woman, none of whom had been old enough to be Lucy’s mother, and, each time, he’d returned, contrite, begging to be allowed back. Each time, he’d wooed her mum back with flowers and tearful promises—wooed Lucy back too, with trips to Disneyland and (oh God, she was so easily bought then) a designer coat she’d been desperate for. Come to think of it, maybe that was where her allergy to lying had come from: seeing her dad do it so well and so often had given her a phobia about it.

				By the age of fourteen, she was almost as seasoned to disappointment as her mother, and probably a lot more hardened. She already knew, then, that there was no way she was ever going to put up with what her mum had in her own relationships, no matter how charming and cheeky the guy was—no matter how much she wanted to kiss him, feel those sexy hands on her body…

				No way.

				Flicking on the TV, she resisted the urge to check her cell phone one last time. She tugged open the fridge and reached for the bottle of wine. She poured another glass, grabbed a bottle of Evian for the inevitable three in the morning rehydration call, and headed for her TV with a Lost box set. Sawyer got naked in this episode and, for the purposes of lust, Lucy had A Thing about bad boys. Scumbags were a different matter.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				“Lucy!”

				“Bleurgh…”

				As she peered over the top of the duvet, Lucy’s first thought was that someone was trying to break into her bedroom. They appeared to be doing it by lobbing bricks at the window and next they would probably get a ladder and crawl through the hole with an ax and have their evil way before stealing her complete Sex and the City box set. She scrabbled about on the bedside table for her watch, saw the time, and lay back on the pillow with a groan. Another assault on the window had her jumping out of bed, stubbing her toe on the exercise bike, and pulling up the blind so hard it clattered against the window.

				Her eyes adjusted slowly. Too slowly. It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t dare. A man was standing at the bottom of the steps to the flat with a rose.

				“Morning!” he called cheerfully.

				Lucy blinked. “Nick?”

				“Yes. Who did you think it would be?”

				“What are you doing down there?”

				“Hoping to say it with flowers?”

				“Shhhh! You’ll wake up the neighbors!” she said, crossing her fingers and praying that Charlie, who lived below, had enjoyed a hard night and was dead to the world.

				“So am I forgiven?”

				No, actually, she thought, he wasn’t. Not even if he did have a great body and a cheeky smile and more flowers. She wasn’t going to forgive him unless he had a very good excuse for last night’s no-show. Closing the window, she pulled on a robe, debating whether to go down and let him in. She waited a few minutes before padding slowly down the stairs. He deserved to be kept waiting. It was only a shame it wasn’t pouring down outside.

				“Sorr-ry,” he mouthed as she unlocked the door and poked her head round the jamb.

				“And you actually expect me to let you in?”

				His face fell. “Well, I was kind of hoping. I know you must be surprised to see me—”

				“Surprised isn’t the word I’d use.”

				“Pissed off, then.”

				“You’re getting warmer.”

				He nodded. “I don’t blame you, but I do have an explanation.”

				“Involving what? Alien abductions? A multiple pile-up on the North Circular?”

				At this last suggestion, he heaved a sigh. “Now, I’m afraid, you’re getting warmer.”

				His last comment had her interested enough to open the door a little wider. Nick tugged at an imaginary forelock and held out the rose. “I really am most dreadfully sorry, Miss Lucy, but if you let me in, I can try and explain myself.”

				He managed to sound both contrite and sexy and, to her annoyance, Lucy felt her resolve thawing a fraction of a degree. She reminded herself that, ultimately, she was in control of the situation. There would be no harm in letting him say his piece, surely. If she didn’t buy what he had to say, she could still kick him out. She also realized she was clutching the front of her robe tighter.

				“We’d better go upstairs and this had better be good.”

				“Lucy, I can promise you it will not only be good, but it will also be true.”

				She raised an eyebrow, determined not to be taken in by his charm.

				“Yeah? Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

				Once in her flat, Nick flopped down on her sofa and laid the rose on the coffee table.

				“I owe you an apology—again,” he said as she perched on the edge of a chair, trying to keep her distance from him. “I know you’ll find this hard to believe, but I was actually on my way here last night, when I got a call from my sister. Harriet is as ditzy as they come and she’d crashed into a lamppost in her car.”

				She was taken aback. This wasn’t what she’d expected at all. She could hardly go all righteous on him now if he was telling the truth. “Oh. Is she OK? I hope it’s not serious?”

				“No. It’s not serious. She’ll be fine. It turned out to be just a few cuts and bruises, in fact, but she’s still pretty shaken up. The paramedics were there when I arrived and they insisted she be checked out in the hospital. I spent until two this morning in the ER with her, surrounded by winos and druggies.”

				Lucy resisted the urge to sympathize just yet.

				“By the time I realized I’d left my cell phone in her car, it had been carted off to the garage and after that, well, I didn’t dare phone you in case I woke you up,” he went on. “I really do feel awful. I can only imagine what you were thinking about me.”

				Lucy didn’t bother telling him what she’d been thinking. She was too busy wondering if his story was true. It certainly seemed genuine, and it was a fairly major tale to make up. And one she could check up on, if she really wanted to. Besides, while the accident was awful for Nick’s sister, at least it meant that he hadn’t stood her up.

				“I don’t like being messed about by anyone, Nick, but it’s fine. I mean, not the bit about your sister crashing the car, but the not phoning,” she said at last.

				“Are you sure? Because I would have been completely pissed off if I were you. I bet you were thinking I was an unreliable, lying git of the first order.”

				She gave him a rueful smile. “Now why on earth would I think that?”

				He rolled his eyes. “Hmm. Come to think of it, you did seem less than welcoming when you opened the door…”

				“It is six thirty on a Sunday morning. I don’t do mornings that well or being stood up,” she said.

				His stomach rumbled like a mini train. “God. Sorry. What am I like?”

				He looked so embarrassed, Lucy bit back a smile. “I don’t suppose you’ve had breakfast?”

				“Nothing more than several gallons of disgusting hospital coffee and, now you come to mention it, I am fairly ravenous.”

				She hesitated before making her next offer, knowing what it might lead to. “Well, I could do you some toast, if you like. I’ve even got some marmalade somewhere.”

				“Thanks for the offer, but I don’t really fancy toast, and I’m, er, not a big fan of marmalade,” he said, pushing himself to his feet. He pulled her to her feet and rested his fingers lightly on her upper arms. “In fact, if I was forced to choose, I’d say I’d prefer something sweeter and more substantial.”

				“Then you should head back to the deli,” replied Lucy, removing his hands from her arms. His skin was warm under her touch and every sensible brain cell told her he was a presumptuous, cheeky sod who didn’t deserve a piece of toast, let alone anything else from her. The trouble was, other parts of her were saying she’d like to give him much more.

				He held his arms out, palms upward. “OK. Just say the word and I’ll be out of here for good. It’s your decision.”

				Lucy felt the heat rising to her face. All she had to do was show him the door and he’d be out of her life. But why should she? He’d made a couple of mistakes and there seemed to be perfectly reasonable explanations for both. Why should she push him away? Why should she throw out the best-looking guy she’d seen for years?

				“Of course, it’s the last thing I want,” he added.

				It was the last thing she wanted too. She was bored sick of being a good girl and was ready for some good old-fashioned fun.

				“I’m not sure if I’m making a big mistake here, Nick…”

				If he’d fed her a cheesy line, she’d have thrown him out on the spot, but he just replied softly, “Maybe it’s time we both took a chance?”

				She wasn’t sure who moved first but in a moment, they were both leaning forward and his hands were cradling her face. She was amazed by how thick his lashes were, how full his lips, the caramel-latte tone of his skin. He reminded her of some old movie star her grandmother used to have a crush on. Someone called Rock or Dirk, she thought, and she squashed down a giggle. The next thing she knew, he was sweeping her into his arms. Well, not sweeping, exactly, but he did manage to pick her up and he did a good job of hiding the grunt. Then they were lying on the sofa and Nick was sliding off her camisole.

				“Close your eyes,” he whispered.

				“Why?”

				“Just do it, Bagel Girl.”

				“Ohh…”

				She guessed the velvety sensation she could feel was the rose being drawn over her bare stomach and between her cleavage.

				“Nick…”

				“Hmmm.”

				She wriggled beneath him as the petals tickled her. “Ouch!”

				“Thorns. Sorry.”

				His fingers slipped inside her pajama shorts and began to slide them down. By then she’d forgotten what she was going to say and, besides, Nick was doing something utterly delicious to her nipples with his tongue.

				By the time they surfaced, the aroma of roast beef was drifting into her bedroom from Charlie’s flat. Outside, she could hear laughter and chat ringing out from the pub beer garden down the street. Rumpled and crumpled, sated and sheened in the afterglow of a marathon sex session, Lucy fumbled on the bedside table for her watch.

				“Whattimeisit?” Nick’s voice was muffled by the duvet.

				“Just after two.”

				There was a pause, then the duvet was thrown off and Nick jumped out of bed, stark naked and waggling.

				Lucy giggled. “What’s the matter?”

				“I’m late! Where are my bloody boxers?”

				The expression on his face was so different to the laid-back, slightly mad guy who’d sent her to heaven with a rose and his tongue that Lucy was taken aback.

				“Jesus!”

				In the middle of pulling on his jeans, he’d tripped over Lucy’s exercise bike and got tangled up in a pile of shoes and handbags on the floor. “Christ, I’m going to be late. Where’s my T-shirt, for fuck’s sake?” he shouted, trying to unwind a beaded bag from his ankle.

				“Hey! Chill out.”

				“Chill out? I should’ve been out of here half an hour ago.”

				Lucy grabbed her robe. Suddenly, being naked in front of Nick didn’t seem like so much fun. He hadn’t seemed like he was in a hurry when he was making love to her. Not after the first time, anyway, she thought with a blush.

				“Here’s your top,” she said, rescuing it from the carpet and holding it out. Snatching it from her hand, he pulled it over his head.

				“That’s OK, it’s a pleasure,” said Lucy sarcastically.

				Nick snapped round and for a moment, she could hardly believe the fury in his eyes. Then the anger disappeared and he raked his fingers through his hair in exasperation. He shot her a little-boy-lost look and said: “Sorry, I’m a real control freak, aren’t I? I’ve no right to be acting like this.”

				“Your trainers are in the sitting room,” she replied coldly, still reeling from his scary outburst.

				He kissed her nose. “I’m a total bastard. Really.”

				She flinched away but the way he’d said it managed to make being a bastard sound almost sexy. Almost, but not quite. Planting a hasty kiss on her mouth, he grabbed his trainers and pulled them on. Lucy waited, trying to stay calm, hoping there would be a further explanation for his weird behavior, but Nick was intent on gathering up his belongings from a variety of locations around the flat.

				“Have you seen my wallet?” he asked.

				Lucy spotted it under a half-empty packet of condoms and her pajama shorts, both tossed carelessly onto the sofa.

				“I think it’s here,” she said, holding it out.

				Grabbing the wallet, he shoved it into his jeans pocket. “Sorry, but I have to go. I’ve got an appointment.”

				“On a Sunday?”

				“It’s an—oh, I may as well tell you the truth.” He grabbed her shoulders, his eyes bright. “You’ll have to know sometime, if we’re going to carry on seeing each other.”

				Lucy’s heart started racing. Here it comes, she thought. He’s married. Or a member of a cult. She could feel his fingers digging into her flesh, almost hurting but not quite.

				“I, Nick Laurentis, am going to be rich and famous!”

				So. Not a cult. Not married. Just delusional. Delusional, she could live with. He could be cured and gently helped to see that ordinary mortals, even expert sandwich wranglers, did not become superstars in their Sunday lunchtimes. Not unless they managed to be snapped handing Victoria Beckham a large baguette.

				“Right. Sorry to be dim, but can you run that one by me again? Did you just say you were rushing off to be rich and famous?”

				His expression, as he pulled open the door to the landing, was one of total determination. “Yeah. That’s what I said. Rich and famous. I’ll see you this evening. I’ll explain everything then.”
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